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ABSTRACT 

The ideas of John Dewey and his fellow progressives 
have resurfaced in a movement called "writing across the curriculum." 
Interdisciplinary studies are now being seen as a way to break down 
the artificial boundaries between subject areas. Research has 
confirmed that language learning and experience are at the heart of 
education. The implications are that instruction should be based on 
the personal and linguistic growth of the child rather than on the 
mastery of facts or concepts in particular disciplines, and subject 
areas should be used to provide students with the new experiences 
they need to broaden their knowledge. Researchers and educators 
propose a teaching philosophy and approach based on the concept of 
"learning by doing," which would mean much more talking, writing, and 
reading in the classroom. A number of ways for teachers to promote 
more language activities to help students learn include (1) 
organizing course content around central ideas or themes to give 
language assignments direction, focus, and purpose; (2) using the 
writing process to give teachers a more active role in their 
students 1 learning; and (3) utilizing journals, reading notes, or 
learning logs to provide students with the opportunity to describe 
and explore their own experiences. Teachers can use these and other 
ideas to integrate new techniques and current information into their 
teaching methods. (One hundred and eighty-six references are 
appended. (MS) 
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EVOLUTION OF AN IDEA: 
WRITING AS LEARNING 

Writing across the curriculum is an old-but-new idea that has 
evolved from the progressive philosophy of the educator/philoso- 
pher John Dewey. Like his colleagues G. Stanley Hall and William 
Heard Kilpatrick, Dewey hoped to reform education by making it 
more useful and by giving students an active role in their own 
learning (4).* Under the influence of progressivism, many schools 
in the twenties, thirties, and forties developed an interdisciplinary, 
project-oriented or experience-centered curriculum, encouraging 
community interest and offering alternatives to traditional aca- 
demic courses. Students were asked to take part in what was 
happening around them — writing plays on social and political 
issues, discussing environmental concerns, presenting story hours 
to the community, and forming reading clubs to examine works 
more closely related to their own experiences and concerns (4, 
133). Many English and subject-matter classrooms became places 
where students could pursue their own interests, broaden their 
experiences, analyze and solve problems, and use writing and 
reading as an integral part of learning. 

Although progressive education gained broad acceptance, many 
educators, parents, and students felt it lacked intellectual rigor 
(4), and in the fifties Dewey's ideas fell out of favor. Then, when 
the United States failed to win the race to launch the first space 
satellite, Dewey and the progressives were blamed (44, 142). 
Consequently, traditional educational practices replaced the meth- 
ods and ideas of the experience curricula: math and science 
enjoyed government funding and interest, and the study of English 
lost whatever interdisciplinary flavor it had acquired. Teachers 
became academic specialists, teaching in tight 50-minute blocks 
and paying little attention to the interrelationship of subjects. 

Throughout the sixties and seventies, education— especially the 
teaching of reading and writing — continued to be scrutinized by 
the public (8, 142). In 1974, the Educational Testing Service 
issued the news that SAT verbal scores had declined 40 points 
in ten years. This led to a decade o* careful examination of reading 
and writing skills, culminating in the 1983 report of the National 
Commission on Excellence in Education, A Nation at Risk (U.S. 

* Numbers in parentheses appearing in the text refer to the Bibliog- 
raphy beginning on page 26. 
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Department of Education). These studies fueled a back-to-basics 
movement that called for more rigorous rote and drills in isolated 
skills. There was, however, another influential movement, sparked 
by the work and practices of James Britton (26) and John Dixon 
(42). Certain educators (John Holt, Paul Goodman, Daniel Fader, 
Jonathan Kozol, and Herbert Kohl) advocated greater freedom to 
work and learn in the classrooms (4; 8, pp. 51-62). 

Amidst this foment, Dewey's concerns and the ideas of the 
progressives resurfaced in a movement called "writing across the 
curriculum." Teachers in Great Britain and the United States, 
echoing the progressive concern for a more practical, experience- 
oriented curriculum, saw interdisciplinary studies as a way to break 
down the artificial boundaries between subject areas (26, 39, 163). 
They found that learning logs, journals, and projects such as stu- 
dent-written (and published) newspapers, readers, and a host of 
other activities provided opportunities for lively interaction be- 
tween learner and subject. Even more encouraging, for the first 
time, extensive studies done by teachers in their schools, as well 
as hard scientific data, confirmed that language learning and 
experience are at the heart of education (30, 34, 54, 121, 141). 

Just what does this mean for teachers? The implications are that 
(1) instruction should be based on the personal and linguistic 
growth of the child rather than on the mastery of facts or concepts 
in particular disciplines; and (2) subject areas should be used to 
provide students with the new experiences they need to broaden 
their knowledge. In other words, researchers and educators pro- 
pose a teaching philosophy and approach based on the concept of 
learning by doing (7, 8, 26, 36, 42, 132). 

Therefore, much more talking, writing, and reading should take 
place in the classroom in order to enhance learning and to explore 
course content. Foi example, studies show that talking is a vital 
act in the learning process because it permits children to discuss 
what is happening or has happened to them (7, 11, 53). A child 
may want to talk about the cat that followed her to school that 
was run over and killed in the street, in order to understand the 
occurrence and to share the small tragedy with others. Another 
student may come to class eager to tell classmates about a story 
he's read or about a visit to his grandparents. Exchanging ideas 
and giving shape and meaning to experiences through talking is 
one way children establish relationships between people, events, 
and experiences (11). 

Writing provides the same opportunities: ". . . children learn 



by writing. By learn I mean above all this process by which they 
shape their experience in order to make it available to themselves 
to learn from" (53, p. 28). ft is important, then, to see writing 
as a process of learning or understanding, and not only as a means 
for feeding back information that "should have been learned' (as 
most tests or book reports use it). For example, when students 
consider social or ethical issues involved in genetic engineering, 
they not only recall information they are getting in class, but they 
must also reflect on it, make connections with their own experi- 
ences and ideas, and begin to imagine and speculate how that 
information may affect their own world (108, pp. 63-96). This 
kind of writing becomes a conscious exploration of subject matter 
because students must make assertions and applications using the 
material at hand (121). 

Research shows that reading is another means for expanding 
the experiences of students through language (36, 59, 93, 133). 
Reading exposes the child to someone else's ideas or representa- 
tion of the world and those ideas add to the child's experience 
and knowledge (53, pp. 49-53). Thus, teachers using a language- 
centered curriculum encourage students to become involved in their 
reading and actively respond to the ideas, rather than focus on 
close textual analysis, genre study, literary periods, and other more 
technical concerns. For example, a fourth grade class reading about 
whales is introduced to a view of sea and mammal life that is new 
to them. These fresh ideas not only enrich their knowledge but can 
also bring them to an understanding of their own place in the 
world (11, pp. 36-51). This kind of reading is not the passive act 
of picking up information to be reused later, but rather a way for 
students to expand their world, modify their ideas, and understand 
their own experiences in relation to those of others. 

A number of educators and researchers in England and the 
United States who have been using these principles in the classroom 
have documented the results in careful studies over the last 20 
years (87, 102). In 1971, Janet Emig published a study on the 
composing processes of twelfth graders showing that no single 
writing process existed and that writing was a circular as well as a 
linear act (48). Other research on the writing process followed 
focusing on specific stages and influences. Donald Graves closely 
examined the methods seventh graders used to compose and the 
effect of the social environment on their work (63). Mina Shaugh- 
nessy studied the patterns of errors in the compositions of college 
freshmen to determine the role error played in writing (140). And 
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Donald Murray focused on revision in order to examine its impor- 
tance in the process (115, 116). AH these studies are considered 
part of the fields of discourse analysis, psycho- and sociolinguistics, 
and composition research. 

Moreover, these studies have been supported by other kinds of 
research. In the area of child language acquisition, investigators 
have found that children must undergo a lengthy period of 
exposure to a variety of language experiences before they are 
ready to speak. Within months of their birth, infants begin to 
formulate concepts and hypotheses about how language works: 
they break it down to its simplest parts and then develop rules 
that help them put it back together (113). Essential to this process 
is error-making, which provides children with the opportunity to 
test out their theories and modify them as needed. And because 
of individual learning styles, the length of time needed to learn to 
speak varies in each child as do the methods each one uses to 
analyze language (54, 113). 

Data collected in brain research amplifies these findings. The 
majority of work in this field over the last 150 years has con- 
centrated on language processing and learning. Karl Wernicke and 
Paul Broca were the first to identify the language areas of the 
brain: Wernicke located the area where information is given 
meaning and Broca discovered the area where ideas acquire proper 
grammatical and articulation patterns (61). Recent studies confirm 
their findings and moreover show that long-term learning takes 
piece when all the language areas (audio and visual as well) are 
involved in processing, interpreting, and storing information (30, 
73, 94). Experiments carried out luring neurosurgery also reveal 
that the brain parses sentences as soon as the eye registers the 
words it reads: verbs travel along one set of neural pathways, while 
prepositions and nouns use different routes. These pathways are 
established long before the person ever sees a grammar text (14). 
Although these studies cannot crack the codes and patterns used 
by the brain to learn, they conclude that the brain is a very 
creative problem solver that relies on error and confusion as a 
means for hypothesizing and understanding (73, 88). 

The case studies and careful practical research done by people 
such as Britton, Emig, Graves, Shaughnessy, Murray, and many 
others are showing that the language-centered and experience- 
oriented approaches work in the classroom. At the same time, the 
scientific, clinical data is helping to explain why. The writing- 
across-the-curriculum movement with its interdisciplinary emphasis 
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is especially compatible with these findings and implications; for 
this reason it is gaining interest and support from many educators 



The following general conclusions can help teachers use writing 
more effectively in the classroom. 

1 . Writing is tied to the other language acts. 

Wriling is reinforced by talking, listening, and reading. Incorpo- 
rating these acts into the learning process helps students test and 
compare their ideas in order to communicate more effectively. 
Because all students learn differently and at different rates, using 
all the language acts in writing enables them to find and develop 
the techniques more compatible with their learning styles (7, 10, 
29,83,92). 

2. Writing is learned holistically. 

Like talking, writing is learned by working on whole problems 
rather than on isolated skills. Holistic learning involves creative 
problem solving, repetition, hypothesis formation, testing and 
error-making. Therefore, providing frequent opportunities and 
different kinds of assignments helps students learn to write (11, 
22, 54, 85). 

3. Writing is a process. 

All writers move through many stages, from conceiving an idea 
to completing a final draft; and often they must go through these 
stages se\eral times to rewrite and clarify their ideas. However, 
there is no one process or set of strategies that all writers use. 
Therefore, teachers should present a variety of methods that 
students can use for each stage and to help them develop their 
own approaches to the writing process (31, 46, 48, 120, 121). 

4. Writing is communication. 

Like speech, writing carries ideas from one person to another, 
has a distinct purpose and audience, and is based on meaning. 
Therefore, students need to develop a sense of audience and 
purpose, and see writing as a relevant act that occurs between 
themselves and their classroom or society ( 1 1, 27, 29, 54, 1 16). 



Many content-area teachers may feel uncomfortable in the role 
of "writing/reading" teacher, but they should be relieved by the 
fact that writing or reading cannot be "taught." Students learn to 



(13, 68, 74, 96, 106, 139, 156). 



COURSE OBJECTIVES 
AND MANAGEMENT 





write by writing; they learn to read by reading (20, 22, 24, 26, 
46, 83 )♦ Yet there are a number of ways for teachers to promote 
more language activities to help students learn without becoming 
reading and writing specialists. Furthermore, incorporating more 
writing, reading, and talking into a class does not mean that 
content-area teachers have to grade briefcase-loads of papers in 
addition to their other respdnsibilities. The following suggestions, 
based on classroom experience, wili help adapt interdisciplinary 
and language-based approaches to any subject area. 

Course Design 

1. Thematic Content 

Many teachers advocate organizing course content around cen- 
tral ideas or themes to give language assignments direction, focus, 
and purpose (2, 35, 45, 62, 72, 83, 86, 90, 129, 143, 155). The 
chart on the following pages from The ABC's of Literacy (83) 
provides general themes and topics that can be adapted to any 
classroom or discipline. 

Generally, it is easier to design a more coherent, thematic cur- 
riculum in an elementary school where students spend the day 
primarily with one teacher and in one room. For example, the 
general theme of social and natural environment is especially 
appropriate for grade school students because they are so actively 
involved in understanding what is going on around them. Topics 
related to this theme include community history, weather, local 
geography, populations and cultural heritages, regional wildlife, 
local economy, and sports. Possible related projects are community 
history books or pamphlets, maps, tourist guides, almanacs, weath- 
er forecasting, markets or fairs, class readers of creative writing, 
nature hikes, art and photo exhibits, musicals, dramas, family 
histories, and recipe books. 

Despite the division of subjects and the emphasis on skills 
testing and teaching in upper grades, numerous language activities 
and interdisciplinary approaches can still be incorporated into the 
junior and senior high school curriculum. By using the themes 
suggested on the following chart, teachers can dovetail required 
course material with projects that expand students' interest and 
knowledge of the disciplines. 

2. The Writing Process 

Teachers find that using the writing process not only improves 
students' work, but gives teachers a more active role in their 
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A Model Curriculum for English' 



ELEMENTARY YEARS 



JUNIOR HIGH/ 
MIDDLE SCHOOIS 

A. Vicarious 
Experience 



B. Fantasy 
Adventure 



C* Seeing Oneself 



SENIOR HIGH SCHOOL 

A. Human 
Relationships 



UNITS/TOPICS/ 
COURSES 



A full range of experiences 
make up the "curriculum" 
of the school Subjects for 
language wurk range f.om 
field trips to personal experi- 
ences to school subjects. 

Topics: The World Around 
Us. Sounds and Sights, Fir' 
and ice* Snakes, Hunting, 
Our Town* Sports Animals, 
Faraway Places* Travel, 
Truth h Stranger Than 
Fiction, 

High Adventure, Romance* 
Survival* The Supernatural* 
Unknown Worlds* Detec* 
tives, Science Fiction, 
Ghouls and Goblins* 

Who Am I?, Corring of 
Age* Loneliness, Dreams 
and Visions, Autobiogra- 
phies, Personal Puzzles and 
Problems. 



Conflicts, Family Relation' 
ships, Rebellion, Friends 
and Enemies, Youth and 
Age, Staking Connections 
with Others, 



READING 



Wide reading and use of 
print and non-print media. 
Free reading, picture books, 
being read to, listening to 
recorded literature, ifor- 
mal book talks with teachers 
or librarians. 

Fiction and nonaction deal- 
ing with the natural world, 
with an emphasis on the 
exciting and adventuresome, 
as well as things elose to 
home. 

Much action-packed fiction. 
Sci fi. detectives, mystery, 
adventure, hurror, Hardy 
Boys stories. Nancy Drew, 
Alfred Hitchcock. 



All genres: poetry* prose, 
essays, films, and video deal- 
ing with identity. Especially 
stories by and about youn£ 
people. 

Increasing use of adult as 
well as young adult litera- 
ture. Literary discussion 
focuses on characters and 
their interaction. While 
some books describe peer 
problems, emphasis shifts 
toward adult rel( aships. 



COMPOSITION 



Equally free writing, story- 
telling, sharing show and 
tcll.PIayinglanguagc games. 
Giving dictation. Improvised 
drama, charades, panto- 
mime. 

Sensory writing, writing 
about observations, haiku 
poetry, personal narrc'.ivcs, 
keeping diaries. 



Writing of the same— talcs 
of adventure, mystery, hor- 
ror, intrigue. Improvised 
and scripted drama of hor- 
ror, adventure, romance. 
Roleplaying: "If I were. . . ." 

Personal and introspective 
writing: journals, diaries, 
personal narratives, contem- 
plative poetry, personal 
poetry, values clarifying 
rclcplay. 

Introspective writing, with 
an inet&ised emphasis on 
sharing thoughts in public 
Dramatic improvisations on 
human problems. Conscious 
efforts to improve group 
discussion skills. 



KrExpcndihg 
Consciousness 



C. Learning and 
Knowing 



D. Aesthetic 
Experience 

History/ Culture 



Genre 



Theme 



Cities ih^Decay, Man and 
Nature, [Politics; Minorities, 
Schooling, Death and Dy- 
ing, Hero/ Anti-Hero, Might 
and Right, Future Shock, 
Utopian Visions, Prophecy. 



Issues, problems, mora] con- 
cerns. Plus increasing con* 
nections with exploring and 
knowing in other disciplines; 
e.g., chemistry, anthropol- 
ogy, physics. 



Civil War Literature, The 
Literature of the Twenties, 
The American Revolution, 
Ethnic Literature, Literature 
of East and West. 



Folklore. Mythology, Sci- 
ence Fiction, The Lyric, 
Contemporary Poetry, Clas- 
sic Plays, The Western, The 
Spy Novel, Television 
Novels. 

Existentialism, Politics in 
Literature, Frontiers, Cour- 
age, The Young Person in 
Literature, American Myths 
and Dreams. 



At this point the full range 
of literature— juvenile and 
adult — is available to stu- 
dents. Many opportunities 
exist for the teacher to move 
beyond "pure" literature 
into magazines, newspapers, 
and the like. 

The full resources of the 
library should be made 
avaiiabie. In addition, stu- 
dents can learn tc "read" 
and gain information 
through media, interviews, 
reseat ch, and experimen- 
tation. 

As appropriate to the sub- 
ject, including contemporary 
and classic fiction and non- 
fiction, media resources, 
magazines and journal arti- 
cles, elementary critical 
articles. Discussion begins 
with exploration of the text 
and the reader's responses, 
then moves toward informal 
critical analysis. The connec- 
tions between personal re- 
sponse and objective criti- 
cism are explored in depth. 



While private and personal 
writing remain important, 
students can move into a 
full range of public dis- 
course, including creative 
essays, formal letters, dis- 
cussion, debate, analysis. 

"Research" can be written 
in many forms: essay, term 
paper, poem, story, drama. 
The full range should be 
explored. 



The focus of composition 
will naturally tend to em- 
phasize the analytical and 
critical — writing about liter- 
ature. However, the thrust 
toward personal, introspec- 
tive, and creative writing 
can and should continue, 
lest the program become 
strictly "academic." Further, 
the students' own writing is 
appropriately subject to 
more formal critical anal- 
ysis. Drama in English will 
increasingly focus on pres- 
entation, of student writing 
as well as literature, through 
readers' theatre, plays, etc. 



* From The ABCs of Literacy by Stephen N. Judy (New York: Oxford University Press, 1980), pp. 222-23. 
© 1980 by Oxford University Press, Inc. Repriced by permission. 



students' learning (20, 31, 46, 120). Writing in stages allows 
students (a) to explore a subject or idea in order to find what 
they want to discuss (prewriting or invention); (b) to write and 
then reexamine their ideas (revision); (c) to test out or rehearse 
their ideas with classmates or friends (peer-evaiuation cr editing) ; 
and (d) to concentrate on style and correctness (rewriting and 
copyediting). Many of these stages can be started at home and 
continued during class where teachers can spot check writing and 
make suggestions or corrections as students work. 

3. Projects for Public Presentation 

Provisions for class projects such as publications and presenta- 
tions in course units reinforce the idea that good writing must 
communicate (29, 54, 56, 62, 116). Having an audience to write 
for helps students see why their work should be interesting, well 
developed, organized, and clearly written. Furthermore, these 
projects give students more motivation to communicate because 
they are involved in expressing ideas that are important to them. 



Language Activities 

1. Journals 

Journals, reading notes, or learning logs are among the easiest 
and most successful assignments that can be added to any curricu- 
lum (20, 46, 58, 59, 74, 81, 106). They are especially important 
in the learning process because they afford students the opportunity 
to describe and explore their own experiences and to record their 
opinions, impressions, insights, questions, musing, feelings, or 
interpretations regarding class topics, discussion, or readings. 
Because the purpose of the journal (or learning or reading log) 
is to express ideas, most teachers do not grade or correct them, 
nor do they require students to focus on neatness, penmanship, 
spelling, or grammar. Such considerations can be attended to in 
formal writing projects that go through several stages and drafts 
before becoming final projects ready for public reading or pres- 
entation. 

Furthermore, journals allow for regular and sustained wcrk 
which is crucial in developing writing abilities. Many teachers 
provide enough time and motivation for regular writing practice 
by (a) setting aside 10 minutes of class time for writing several 
times a week, (b) setting a minimum number of pages to be 
completed each week, (c) assigning opened-ended questions 
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related to class subjects that encourage students to view material 
from varied perspectives, or (d) using surveys or questionnaires 
as a source of topics to draw out and capitalize on students' 
experiences and interests. 

2. Assignment Alternatives & 

Research suggests that it is important to build in alternative 
projects or language activities when planning course units or 
assignments (21, 28, 52, 67, 70, 75, 83, 85, 107, 155, 156, 
161). For example, if students are studying the planets, they need 
not give reports or complete fill-in-the-blank tests to learn and 
use course material. They can write science-fiction short stories; 
conduct imaginary interviews with extraterrestial beings; present 
a minidocudrama on the treatment of Galileo because of his 
revolutionary ideas; or design space communities where their 
children or grandchildren may live someday. 

Everyone learns in different ways and has varying interests; by 
providing alternative assignments, teachers allow more students 
to find their own connections to course material. The following 
list of language activities is taken from the materials cited in the 
bibliography for this section; they can be applied to almost any 
assignment or topic. 

Writing: Scripts for dramas, TV or radio productions, interviews 
Science, detective, historical, romantic, adolescent, or 

juvenile fiction 
Poetry 

Bumper stickers/slogans 

Sequels 

Graffiti walls 

Advertisements 

Letters 

Imaginary diaries/journals of fictional or real characters 
Recipe books, folk medicine collections, family histories 
and trees 

Community tourist guides/historical pamphlets 

Newspapers/newsletters 

Resumes, job descriptions, business reports 

Health/exercise guides 

How-to/factual or statistical collections (such as the 
Guinness Book of Records, Old Farmer's Almanac, 
or Ripley's Believe It or Not) 

c -to 




Talking/ Book talks/reviews 
Media: Reading/fan clubs 

Dramatizations of readings or events/improvisations 

Panels 

Debates 

Radio productions (radio-reader, serializations, docu- 



mentaries, broadcasts, musicals) 
Interviews 

TV productions (soaps, historical dramas, news broad- 
casts, sit-coms, commercials) 
Outside speakers 
Film/slide presentations 
Videotapes 
Field trips 



Rubbings/leaf prints 
Cartoon collections/comic strips 
Scale models of communities, spaceships, cars, geo- 
graphical locations, natural wonders 
Mobiles 
Collages 
Maps 
Flip books 
Games 



3. Reading Experience 

Teachers can promote more reading activities by supplementing 
textbook assignments with young adult trade books, paperbacks, 
magazines, newspapers, and biographies of major figures in their 
discipline. Asking students to bring in clippings, books, and articles 
that they find also encourages their involvement in class topics 
(12,47, 77, 86, 127, 138). 

In addition, research suggests that teachers should encourage 
students to respond to ideas and concepts, help them relate course 
content to their own experiences, and have them produce their 
own texts for class (24, 29, 51, 85, 86, 133). 

Grading and Evaluation 

Studies show that careful teacher correction and grading of 
compositions does little to improve student writing (82, 101, 102, 
140, 160). What is important is that students write more often. 



Art: 



Photo/drawing/sculpture exhibits 
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Another way to ease the pressure of grading and evaluation is 
to use the writing process in class (24, 46, 131). With this 
approach teachers can help students solve writing problems while 
they write rather than comment on errors or problems after they 
hand in the papers. During the drafting, revising, and rewriting 
stages, students also have several opportunities to iron out prob- 
lems. Moreover, studies show that once students have a clearer 
understanding of their ideas, they generally make fewer gram- 
matical and spelling errors in their work. (And those that remain 
can be caught and corrected in copyediting sessions when teachers 
and classmates can spot check and proofread work.) 

The following guide is a commonsense list of suggestions devel- 
oped to help those not trained as writing teachers to evaluate 
papers (110, p. 26): 

1. Give positive feedback whenever possible; point out 
strengths as well as weaknesses. 

2. Use personal conferences for difficult or sensitive problems. 

3. Respond to specific problems with specific suggestions for 
improvement wherever possible. 

4. Do not "grade" early drafts; reserve such judgment for 
final drafts. 

5. Create sample "self-critique" sheets to help students guide 
themselves. 

6. Give students some responsibility for evaluating each other's 
work. 



WRITING IN ANY CLASSROOM 

The last section of this publication is divided into the following 
subject areas: English, foreign language/bilingual education, his- 
tory/social science, and science/math. Each area contains critiques 
of several articles written by teachers who describe what they are 
doing to incorporate more language and interdisciplinary activities 
into their classrooms. Although some of the selections concentrate 
on themes or topics rather than on specific assignments, the list of 
writing, talking, and art projects on the preceding pages provides 
a great many ideas for assignments that can be used to explore 
thematic content. 
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English 

The potential for interdisciplinary study in the English class- 
room is unlimited. Students and teachers can investigate any 
subject in the humanities or sciences to gain an understanding of 
what has gone on in the past, to interpret the present, or to make 
predictions about the future. Because of this flexibility and multi- 
dimensional character, English departments can also take an active 
rcle in promoting a school'wide program of writing across the 
curriculum by disseminating research and offering guidance to 
other teachers (145). 

The following descriptions show how some teachers use other 
disciplines to promote reading and writing in English courses. 

L Because of their predominant humanities background, some 
English teachers are reluctant to approach science topics in their 
classrooms. However, many political and social issues connected 
to science make appropriate and stimulating subjects (45, 47). 
Among these are the environment, the space program, genetic 
engineering, the advent of computers, video games and word 
processors, energy alternatives, and the modern diet (76). After 
investigating these topics, students can present their findings and 
conclusions in debates, letters, taped interviews, panels or science 
fairs, slide shows, or documentaries (47) . 

Science writing in the English class can also be done in journals 
that record observations of natural phenomena (11, pp. 52-69). 
Students in a rural school in England kept copious notebooks on 
their experiences with gardening and raising animals, their observa- 
tions of the seasons and the accompanying changes, as well as 
observations of the creatures brought to class by fellow students. 
Later these notebooks became a valuable resource for ideas and 
descriptions that were used for poetry, paintings, drawings, and 
other creative projects. 

2. Second graders in a Michigan school are citizens of the 
town of "Betterburg" where they participate in community activi- 
ties and governance (56). Their town is also a site for all types 
of language work. Students have compiled a town history and 
drawn detailed maps depicting major features and locations. They 
use newscasts and summaries to report current events. Some 
students work on manuscripts for class publication. And all the 
"citizens" are kept busy in reading groups or working individually 
on worksheets, letters, or creative writing projects. 





In establishing their town, students also needed to contact local 
and state government officials for guidance in writing their laws 
and enforcement policies. Since Betterburg's start, commerce has 
grown; students now sell goods within their community as well as 
to the ''neighboring" town of Haslett. Not only has Betterburg 
stimulated and helped students develop their writing and reading 
abilities, it has made education more immediate and meaningful. 

3. Popular culture is another natural interdisciplinary top?? 
(85). It enriches students' understanding of America and Ameri- 
cans and helps them better understand their own tastes and values. 
Materials for units are readily available — paperbacks, magazines, 
newspapers, television, radio, music, films, and art — and the pos- 
sibilities for projects almost limitless. 

For a fresh view of history, students can examine one period 
or day (a person's birthday, Lindbergh's landing in Paris, a 
particular war event) and find out which fads, ideas, customs, 
literature, music, philosophies, or films were current at that time. 
Another approach is looking at collections: what Americana do 
people collect and why? 

Still another possibility is studying genres. Students can read 
(and write) westerns, gothic romances, horror stories, detective 
and spy stories, science fiction, and comics to discover what makes 
them so popular and what they have to say about America. They 
can also focus on music (singers, trends, groups, songs, or peri- 
ods), television (soap operas, situation comedies, dramas, com- 
mercials, or news reporting), movies (film noir, teenage horror, 
science fiction, westerns, mysteries, or romantic comedies), and 
art (artists, trends, philosophies, or specific works and periods). 

4. "Writing about the job market, including desirable skills 
and procedures, appears to be an important — and legitimate — 
means of stimulating student writing." (104, p. 43) Some high 
school students are developing their reading, writing, and speaking 
abilities by investigating what employers expect from them. Not 
only do students practice cover letters and resumes, but they — 

a. Write and practice interviews. 

b. Explore the social and economic payoff of using standard 
English. 

c. Write reports on the skills needed for different jobs. 

d. Interview managers, factory workers, professionals about job 
requirements and demands. 
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e. Maintain journals about their experiences. 

f. Write autobiographies emphasizing employment experience. 

g. Write plays, radio, or TV scripts set in job situations. 

h. Write advertisements and commercials. 

i. Research the economy and job market. 

j. Practice keeping checking accounts and establishing charge 
accounts. 

Such activities sharpen and develop students' language abilities, 
and prepare them for future concerns as well. 

History and Social Science 

These disciplines offer students and teachers the chance to look 
at subjects from historical and social perspectives, inviting them to 
interpret events, rather than just know facts (147). Writing and 
talking about people, places, and events are ways of making history 
and social science alive and meaningful because they allow students 
to discover relationships between past and present, and to probe 
issues that affect their lives. 

1. Using local history is one means for developing students' 
abilities to observe the world (32). Students in an Amherst (Mas- 
sachusetts) high school began their local history projects by 
imagining what it was like to live in the town during the nineteenth 
century. They visited local museums; went to private homes and 
government buildings to observe colonial architecture; studied 
paintings, delved into short stories, poetry, plays and novels; 
listened to folk music; and watched selected films about colonial 
life to develop a more intimate feeling for the period. 

Class projects that evolved from their work included pasteboard 
models of early New England buildings and a replica of early 
Amherst, a colonial dinner based on recipe books from the period, 
and journals in which students imagined themselves to be historical 
characters living in 1778 and later in the 1830s. Showing these 
projects to others gave students real motivation for sharing their 
discoveries about Amherst's past. 

2. Another important but often overlooked source of inter- 
disciplinary language projects in history and social science is 
micofilmed newspapers. One teacher used the Virginia Gazette 
from the early 1700s to explore the idea of news and the role of 
newspapers in society (138). Examining and discussing the stories 





in class led to a number of topics for further student research: 
Virginia society (men, women and children, entertainment, con- 
temporary lifestyles, science and medicine, Indian life, crime, and 
justice); slavery; economic life (British policy, tobacco trade, 
plantation life); religion; world events; political events; and 
political life. 

3* Letterwriting in a government course is a method used by 
two teachers (one from a suburban, the other from an inner-city 
school) to help students become more informed, thoughtful citi- 
zens who were aware of certain social and political issues in their 
community (11, pp. 175-95). 

The project started as an option: suburban students could write 
to a pen pal in an urban school, and inner-city students could 
write to them. Once students received their first mail, even the 
most reluctant writers wanted to join in. The first letter was an 
introduction in which students described themselves, their school, 
and communities. In later correspondence, students started to 
develop their relationships — writing about their lifestyles, asking 
and answering questions, beginning to share important aspects of 
their lives, giving advice on personal problems, and discussing 
different societal issues that affected them, especially the topic 
of prejudice. The issues raised in the letters turned into important 
class discussions where students could talk about their feelings 
and ideas on race, class, and cultural differences. 

In a required government class whose members are usually 
uninterested in the political world, letterwriting provided personal 
experiences that helped students define for themselves the concepts 
of democracy, equality, and justice. 

4. News broadcasting was one way a California high school 
improved students' writing and speaking skills and made social 
studies a very timely subject (103). The project was writing and 
producing a complete news program for a local television station. 
To do this, students had to learn the specialized language of news 
production, watch network news carefully to discover the elements 
necessary for a successful program, learn to use videotape equip- 
ment, select story ideas, interview and film their subjects, write 
and edit news copy, plan the show, and present their stories to the 
public. It was a demanding program, but one that students enjoyed 
and worked hard at in order to become good reporters and 
technicians. 

Even though all schools do not have the funds or resources to 
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present a TV news program, many of the activities described in 
this article can be ?jsed for preparing shorter broadcasts on local 
radio, school public address systems, or class tape recorders. 
Written work can be collected in newsletters or newspapers and 
can feature local personalities or important issues -nd events. 

5. Writing about science is another approach especially suitable 
for history or social science courses. In an age when people are 
beginning to mistrust science and technology, it is most important 
to evaluate and explain the role science plays in everyone's life 
(150). Using a historical or social perspective allows students to 
do so. Furthermore, integrating these disciplines through different 
language activities develops student abilities iv define problems, 
develop hypotheses, test their ideas against research and observa- 
tions, develop conclusions, and make generalizations and evalua- 
tions. Areas for investigations include pollution, energy alternatives, 
genetic engineering, euthanasia, cancer and space research, endan- 
gered species, food additives, transportation, urban planning. 

Foreign Languages/Bilingual Education 

Studies predict that more emphasis in foreign language teaching 
will be placed on practical use and international understanding 
(23). This means that students should be exposed to teaching 
techniques that are based on recent research in language acquisi- 
tion (54, 119), and that more time should be devoted to inter- 
disciplinary topics that explore culture (23, 149). Already many 
bilingual, immersion, and FLES (Foreign Language in the Elemen- 
tary School) programs show this research and interest in culture 
providing new stimulus for writing, talking, and learning. 

1. The medieval epic, Chanson de Roland, was used in a French 
bilingual program in Cincinnati to broaden and enliven a social 
studies unit (127). The children were most interested in the con- 
flicts between good and evil in the epic because of their own 
questions concerning right and wrong. They also discussed the 
ideas of friendship, loyalty, bravery, and pride — important aspects 
of life in either medieval France or twentieth century America. 
Students listened to the storyteller, imagining themselves seated 
around a castle fireplace on a wintry night. After the readings, 
they discussed the ideas and events described in the poem, imagined 
locales and studied geography, practiced medieval boasts and 





insults, dramatized certain passages, practiced writing medieval 
script, and played word games based on new vocabulary. 

As this study and others show (77), literature of other countries, 
either in the original language or in translation, offers a number 
of topics and projects for social studies, English, or foreign 
language classes (149). 

2. Some foreign language teachers are using popular songs in 
their classroom to develop students' listening comprehension, 
vocabulary, grammar, conversation, and composition abilities, in 
addition to exploring the culture and history the music represents 
(2). After listening to and understanding the lyrics, students use 
new and known vocabulary to devise their own word games. These 
involve writing short definitions or learning homonyms, synonyms, 
or antonyms. Songs with story lines or philosophical questions 
work well to stimulate conversations and writing. Students can 
also narrate, write, or act out stories or issues, or invent dialogues 
or more detailed lyrics that develop the author's ideas or their own 
interpretations. Many songs also present social messages about 
war, friendship, ecology, progress, and prejudice. Examining these 
issues and other nations' methods of dealing with them gives 
students fresh insights on culture, heritage, and international 
relations. 

3. Some bilingual programs focus on folklore to develop lan- 
guage because it taps students' knowledge of culture and history; 
gives them greater confidence and motivation for reading, writing, 
and talking; and offers a limitless array of subjects for projects 
(62). Students can begin folklore units by interviewing family and 
friends to collect proverbs, riddles, jokes, myths, legends, rhymes, 
poetry, songs, and ballads. This initial research can lead to discus- 
sions on cultural superstitions, traditions, customs and beliefs, or 
to studies on regional dance, art, drama, literature, and cuisine. 
Students can develop their knowledge of these subjects by organiz- 
ing festivals that incorporate dancing, foods, and handicrafts; 
acting out legends, myths, and poetry, or performing ballads; 
compiling recipe books, folk medicine remedies, joke and riddle 
books; or incorporating holiday celebrations and customs into 
classroom activities. 

As research suggests, bringing folklore into bilingual or foreign 
language classes is especially useful in promoting understanding 
and appreciation of other cultures because it allows students to 
view the heritage of others as well as to examine their own. 
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4. Helping students who speak English as a second language 
read and write is a growing concern in the schools. One teacher 
in a San Diego inner-city school used a camera and the local 
community to provide the tools for purposeful learning (11, pp. 
77-80). Students began this program by taking photographs of 
people or things that were important in their lives and discussing 
them in class. They not only explained the significance of the 
shots, but they also discussed the success of their work — whether 
or not each photograph was interesting to other members of the 
class and its purpose clear. These initial projects and discussions 
evolved into stories, a guidebook of the school for new students, 
a 25-page book about the Chicano clinic, class activity books, 
displays, exhibits, interviews, and games. Eventually, students even 
improvised a sound studio for taping their stories and interviews. 
Their last project for the year was writing career pamphlets based 
on interviews with people who worked in their community. 

Not only did these projects give these ESL students more power 
and facility in English, but they helped them develop and establish 
a positive self-image in their community — an important facet in 
language learning and development (114). 

Science and Mathematics 

Bringing writing to these areas is especially important in today's 
society because of the mutual lack of understanding between the 
humanities and the sciences (47). Moreover, math and science 
teachers are finding that using more written and oral projects 
sparks greater interest and learning in their classrooms (151). 
And research shows that science activities count, especially for 
disadvantaged students (25). 

1. Teachers can devise a number of language-science activities 
for students as take-home projects that involve their families and 
that reinforce the position of science in all their lives (107). For 
example, to help students understand more about their bodies, 
growth, and the importance of nutrition, have them list the physical 
characteristics of relatives, keep journals of foods they eat, devise 
games based on food groups, or write (or invent) alternative 
recipes to junk-food diets. To observe plant and animal life, have 
students map their backyards or neighborhoods, identifying the 
homes of certain plants or animals, do natural bark rubbings, 
start leaf or rock collections; or lie under a tree to observe all the 
activity going on in the tree's world. Sorting and grouping is the 





first step in learning to classify. To develop ihis ability, students 
can make texture collections of soft, rough, or smooth things; 
collect rubbings of different items inside or outside the home; or 
start rock, leaf, flower, insect, or butterfly collections. 

2. Some teachers are capitalizing on their students' interest 
in Buck Rogers and Star Wars to study the solar system and to 
develop their language abilities (78), Projects include designing 
settlements for earthlings on different planets, developing ways to 
harness solar energy, debating nuclear energy versus alternative 
energy sources, imagining life forms that can survive on other 
planets, writing science fiction stcries, listening to music that 
depicts planets or life in outer space, and then writing poetry, 
dramatizing life in a space capsule, or portraying ideas about the 
universe through drawings or paintings. 

3. A fourth-grade class in an elemental}' school whose science 
program emphasizes wildlife and natural history decided to do a 
detailed study of marine life, focusing specifically on whales (11, 
pp. 36-51). Because of their location in northern California, the 
students were able to view gray whales migrating south and visit 
a marine aquarium to observe a killer whale. Each day the teacher 
read from a book pertinent to their interest on whales, and every- 
one collected and shared materials, wrote journals to record their 
discoveries and insights, and kept notebooks to chronicle informa- 
tion. The last field trip was a visit to the local pool, and although 
it was February, students went into the water to imagine what it 
was like to be a whale. They came out of the water with a greater 
understanding of how blubber protects and insulates whales, how 
they breathe, and what it must be like to spend all one's life in 
water. Eventually, they compiled their research, experiences, and 
insights for a book about whales written by children for children. 

4. Many math teachers are discovering that incorporating more 
writing, reading, talking, and listening into the classroom is making 
abstract concepts more accessible to students (11, pp. 123-34). 
One method is to require students to keep learning logs or journals. 
The logs serve as notebooks where students write explanations 
and examples given in class, and record their questions, confusions, 
interpretations, suggestions, and criticisms regarding class material 
and teaching methods. In turn, the teacher uses this information 
to spot problems, to identify students who need extra help, or to 
modify or amplify teaching materials. Other writing activities 



involve giving and responding to accurate directions for building 
objects with Cuisenaire rods. First students work in small gro^os, 
observing others and discussing their projects; then they v. :k 
individually, building and next describing their projects in writing. 
In this way they develop their abilities to write more accurate 
descriptions of mathematical formulas and to read mathematics 
later in the course or in more advanced classes. 

5, Compound growth is a source of problems that involve 
mathematical calculations and different language activities (114), 
Students can work on problems concerning monetary inflation, 
lending, borrowing, payments, investing, population studies, and 
radioactive decay. They can present their learning to classmates 
in a number of ways — giving investment tips to working people 
who can save $25 each pay period or to teenagers saving for a 
car, college education, or summer trips, for example. Students 
can also study inflation rates and predict the prices of items in 
five or ten years; or they can work out plans for people who want 
to buy a house, compiling information about down payments, 
amortization rates, nd household budgets. Population growth or 
radioactive decay are other subjects that provide practice and 
learning in mathematics. Students can predict population growth 
and then make generalizations about its effects on local, state, or 
national economies and programs. By learning to calculate the rate 
of radioactive decay, students not only learn mathematical con- 
cepts and formulas, but they gain another perspective on nuclear 
waste and on the growing controversy surrounding nj lear power, 

6. Other teachers are using the environment coupled with 
language activities to develop students' mathematical abilities 
(125). For example, the local community offers an immediate 
wealth of subjects and projects. Students can make neighborhood 
maps to learn scale and ratio. They can visit (or write letters to) 
local factories, businesses, or mines to collect data about energy 
consumption and production, wages, absenteeism, costs of pro- 
duction and storage, accident rates, and retail costs of goods. Those 
interested in sports can investigate bodily changes and their mean- 
ing after different kinds or degrees of exercise. Or students can 
concentrate on a favorite sport and keep performance records — 
shots on goal, percentage of shots made, hitting percentages, times, 
or compile other statistics for a school or class publication. 

Another subject is the home. Students can create the ideal 
"room" that reflects their personality or that develops a certain 





atmosphere. The project would involve estimating costs, planning 
for materials, measuring, and doing comparison shopping. They 
can then use their research to build scale models. 



The "crisis in literacy" continues to be a serious concern voiced 
by the public; it will continue as a concern until two things occur. 
First, all educators need to decide whether or not to integrate into 
their teaching methods the current information available on how and 
why human beings learn. This is simply a matter of letting students 
learn in an environment that fosters investigation and experimenta- 
tion, where the teacher is a guide '169, 170, 171, 174, 175, 177). 
Second, it is time to act (183). Every teacher should do something- 
read about the learning process, content area writing, or the 
composing process (167, 168, 174, 179); try new techniques or 
incorporate writing into the classroom (173, 184); devote 15 minutes 
or more to writing daily to gain greater insight into how people 
compose and think (178). 

Teachers can also talk or write to one another, visit classrooms, or 
invite educators and researchers to their schools. They can attend 
educational conferences and seminars, and classes at local colleges 
and universities; they can view videotapes of teachers using new 
techniques. 

Educators can also act as public relations representatives: "Good 
publicity is needed to put the crisis in literacy into its proper 
perspective' ' (183). By speaking out about their goals and experi- 
ences, about recent research, teachers can help parents understand 
what needs to happen in the schools so their children do learn (181). 
To garner financial and moral support, it is crucial to represent the 
profession at PTA meetings and to disseminate information in 
editorials for local newspapers or in articles for parents' magazines 
and popular publications (181, 183). And it is necessary to demand 
from publishers textbooks that are effective in the classroom and 
consistent with current learning theory. 

For the first time in teaching history, hard scientific data and 
overwhelming practical research support an approach to teaching and 
learning that works (14, 61, 94, 113, 173, 174, 178, 180, 182, 185). 
The possibilities are exhilarating, the rewards are limitless. 
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